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TRUTH "ONCE FOR ALL DELIVERED" OR A LIVING THEOLOGY 
"The church is not an institution for the discovery of truth, but 
a body for the preservation and dissemination of truth once for all 
delivered." This sentence of a recent writer expresses with admi- 
rable clearness and conciseness a widely held view of the relation of 
the church to the discovery and dissemination of truth. It draws a 
sharp line in human history near the end of the first Christian cen- 
tury. Previous to this the full truth was not yet possessed. Since 
then we have it in the Scriptures. There was progress in revelation 
in the pre-Christian ages, and in the first century; it is only since the 
close of the New Testament period that addition to truth has ceased, 
and progress is limited to the interpretation of the oracles, in them- 
selves complete. 

This view is of course not new. It is found for substance in the 
Christian writers of the second century. Qualified in the Roman 
church by the doctrine of the authority of the church, in Protestantism 
often denied in practice by those who hold it in theory, in recent years 
consciously qualified by many who have hoped by such qualification 
to save the substance of the view, it has yet, subject to these limita- 
tions, held sway over the mind of Christendom for centuries. Espe- 
cially has it been dominant in the Protestantism that dates from the 
days of Luther and Calvin. 

That this view has prevailed throughout the Christian centuries 
is itself a fact to be accounted for. That the Bible has occupied 
during all this period a unique place in the literature of the Christian 
nations is not an accident but argues very exceptional value in the 
books that compose it. If later generations had produced other 
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books that were worthy to stand alongside these, or to take a place 
above them, why should they not have achieved this position ? The 
dangerous heresies of the ages have not been derived from the Bible 
but have arisen through departure from its teaching. But higher 
even than the authority of the Bible is that of Jesus. Even if literary 
criticism succeeds in showing that some of the utterances which the 
gospels ascribe to him are unsustained by the test of subsequent his- 
tory, and that we must therefore choose between admitting error in 
the record and acknowledging limitation of horizon involving error 
in thought on his part, yet this does not change the fact that to Jesus 
we owe a statement of the fundamental principles of religion and 
morality which silences adverse criticism and calls simply for such 
realization in personal and social life as we may by our best efforts 
achieve. Here at least we have a revelation of truth which we not 
only have not surpassed but which it seems impossible that we ever 
should surpass. 

On the other hand there is today an increasing number of Christian 
men who, agreeing with the Prologue of the Gospel of John that 
God is essentially self-revealing, believe that discovery of religious 
truth, however unequal in different periods, has no limits of time or 
nation. God's ways with men have been essentially unchanged 
throughout the ages. History has not been one level plain either in 
all countries or in all ages. Not every land has had its Isaiah, nor 
every age its Christ. But in no realm of thought has the discovery 
of truth been the peculiar privilege of any age or people. It began 
when men began to think; it has gone on, by addition and by 
subtraction, from the earliest dawn of human thought till the present 
hour, and will go on while the race lasts. It has had its mountain 
peaks, and its valleys, its periods of rapid progress, its days of reces- 
sion, but never of total stagnation. 

This view emphasizes the unity of truth, and the necessary inter- 
relation of truth in different realms. It recognizes no absolute line 
of demarcation between religious and secular truth. Scientific truth 
being confessedly a matter of discovery involving progress and 
change, and truth in this realm having important relations to the 
truths of religion, it is impossible to think of theology as remaining 
stable in the midst of the rushing stream of scientific thought, or to 
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believe that its method is radically different from that of other depart- 
ments of knowledge. Geology modifies our conception of God, 
psychology our notion of the human soul, sociology our ideas of 
human society, and history our notions of right and wrong. This is 
not only inevitable, it is right. The whole world is God's, all truth 
is truth, and it is as wrong as it is impossible to shut our minds to 
the inflow of new evidence and knowledge. 

From this point of view every effort that has been made by church 
or state to anchor theological thought and fasten the view of one 
generation upon the mind of succeeding generations has been a mis- 
take. The progress that, despite many setbacks, characterized the 
biblical period ought never to have been arrested. The canonization 
of Scripture in the second century was perhaps a necessary check 
upon a too rashly speculative tendency. But its acceptance by sub- 
sequent centuries as marking the end of the period of revelation and 
the point beyond which no progress in religious thought was possible, 
save in the interpretation of the books already written and the formu- 
lation of the results of such interpretation, is a repudiation of the 
principle which previously ruled in the life of the church, and an 
unwarranted assumption of a radical change in God's ways with men. 
We honor the Bible most truly by continuing in the footsteps of the 
prophets and apostles of old with souls and minds open to the ever- 
present Spirit and the ever-growing light. We honor Jesus most by 
adding to all diligence in interpreting his life and teaching equal 
diligence in applying his method of attaining the truth, viz., through 
the appeal to reality. 

If this view is the true one, the duty of Christian thinkers in the 
present generation is to address themselves consciously and earnestly 
to the task never indeed abandoned, but long held in check by the 
doctrine of an authoritative canon of Scripture or an authoritative 
church, and to seek from all the sources at our disposal to frame 
for our day such a statement of truths in the realm of religion as 
will on the one hand satisfy in the fullest possible measure the data 
at our disposal and on the other hand meet as fully as possible the 
needs of our day. In this process the record of that period of the 
world in which religious thought was fluid and progressive, and in 
which it rose to heights rarely reached in the period of relative stagna- 
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tion that followed, will be of the highest significance. In this pro- 
cess the true greatness of Jesus and the finality of his fundamental 
thought will not be lost, but only transferred from postulate to assured 
result of investigation. But no period and no experience, certainly 
not that of our own day, will be without its possible contribution, and 
our effort will be not to return to the position of any past age, even 
that of the dawn of Christianity, but with fullest loyalty to the achieve- 
ments of the past to push on as far as possible toward the larger light 
and fuller truth. 

Which of these two views will the church of today adopt ? Which 
most truly honors Christ and the Spirit of Truth ? Which promises 
the largest return in truth and the largest results in human welfare ? 
Is there any tenable middle ground between them? Is there any 
more important question in the realm of thought before the church 
today than this ? 



